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BITTER HOMES AND GARDENS: THE MEANINGS OF HOME 
TO FAMILIES OF DIVORCE 
Kathryn H. Anthony 
This article examines parents' and children s perceptions oj their Musing environments before and after a 
separation or divorce. as well as the rolt~ that the home itself may play in the marriage. Thto phases Of 
research were conducted. The first. exploratory research conducted at the Center for the Family in 
Transition in Corte Madera. California, jOrmEd the basis jar the second, a study Of 58 individuals in two 
support organizations for children and parents of divorce in SI. Louis, Missouri. Survey and interview 
findings revealed that while the /wme is rarely the direct cause Of divorce. it often exacerbates 
pre-existing problems in the marriage. Following the divorce, some parents and children still have a 
strong emotional attachment to the home they inhabited while the marriage was intact. Moving out afthis 
home can take a serious toll on many family members. For some, losing the home can cause severe grief 
resembling the loss of a loved one. Respondents ' perceptions about their post-divorce housing 
arrangements also are discussed. In sum. the physical Iwusing environment, typically viewed as a mere 
backdrop to everyday life, may well m£rit center stage. Based upon these findings, the author offers som£ 
theoretical perspectives on understanding the meanings of the broken home. as well as some practical 
applications for planning. designing. and managing housing to better meet the needs of families of 
divorce. 
INTRODUCTION 
Over the past several decades, the number of single-parent families in the United States and abroad has 
skyrocketed. Although never-married mothers are the fastest growing group of single parents in the U.S., 
divorce and separation stiU account for the vast majority of the country·s over 13 miUion single-parent 
families (Anthony, 1991; Anthony, Weidemann, and Cbin, 1990; Chira, 1992; Lewin, 1992; Pearce, 
1990). 
Although researchers have examined divoroe from myriad perspectives, to date few have examined what 
in some cases may have been an important third party in the marriage: the home itself. For our purposes, 
the term "home" signifies the relatiooship of individuals to their housing environment - be it a single 
family detached bouse, a townbouse unit, an aparttnent, etc. Wbat is most important in our analysis is 
both the pbysical spaoe ilself and bow people peroeive it. 
An increasing number of researchers bave examined the meaning of borne and the bouse as symbol of 
self. 1 Yet, as Depres (1991) SlIesseS, most studies bave focused on traditional households. This selective 
bias in the literature has not kept pace with reality, i.e. the declining numbers of nuclear families and the 
accompanying rise of single-parent bousebolds, married couples without children, bousebolds of adults 
living alone, and housebolds with two or more non-related adults living together. 
One scholar wbo bas examined empirically wbat the "broken borne" means to its occupants is Cooper 
Marcus (1995), who employed Gestalt therapy training tecbniques to elicit imaginary conversations be-
twoen residents and their bomes. A number of her interviewees were separated or divorced. One theme 
Cooper Marcus identified from these imaginary conversations was the dicbotomy between "home as 
baven" and "borne as trap." To people who view their home as baven, the borne is a veritable sanctuary 
from the outside world. They lIeasure an almost mystical, magical love affair with their dwelling. By 
contrast., people who view their bome as hap find it a source of intense conflict and even hatred. 
This author conducted exploratory researcb examining wbat in some cases was .. the breaking home" -
i.e. a borne not yet broken but currently experiencing turmoil (Anthony, 1984). Forty counselors and 
therapists were asked to comment on the role of the borne environment in marital and family conflict. 
Results showed that the bedroom was most prone to territorial and privacy conflicts, followed closely by 
the kitcben, bathroom, and living room. Pieoes of furniture wbicb sparked the greatest conflict were 
televisions, stereos, living room cbairs, and dresser drawers. 
Much of the vast divorce literature demon~lIates that the experience of separation and divoroe can be 
eXlIemely slIessful for all family members. Wallerstein and Kelly (1980) tracked 60 families for five 
years after the divorce, documenting that weU over a third of all youngsters in the study were significantly 
worse off emotionally than before. Although most adults felt they were better off after the divorce, half 
the men and one third of the women felt even more lIoubled and unhappy than they had been during their 
married life. While balf the men in the study were doing weU ecooomicaUy, the vast majority of women 
were poorer than they bad been wbile married. 
Wallerstein and Blakeslee (1989) interviewed 52 of the same 60 families 10 years after the divoroe. They 
concluded that divorce ..... is almost always more devastating for cbildren than for their parents" (Wal-
lerstein and Blakeslee, 1989:297). Ironically, in many cases, compared to the conditions in the failing 
marriage, the conditions in the post-divoroe family 10 years later were even more slIessful and less sup-
portive to the child. One out of four cbildren experienoed a severe and enduring drop in their standard of 
living and eventually observed a "major, lasting discrepancy between their mothers' and fathers ' homes. 
Tbey grew up with their noses pressed against the glass, looking at a way of life that by all rights sbould 
have been theirs" (Wallerstein and Blakeslee, 1989:298). 
Based on another IO-year study, Weitzman's (1985) path-breaking researcb examined the sociological and 
economic consequenoes of the recent "divorce revolution" for women and children. According to 
W~i\2ffillIl J \h~ n9-f~yll llivorce laws adopted b~ 48 states between 1970 and 1980 led to sweepins leSal 
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reforms that have thrown millions of women and children into poverty. She provides convincing evidence 
that following a divorce, women's standard of living undergoes a sharp decline. According to Weitzman, 
during the fIrst year following the divorce, the standard of living for most men rises by an average of 
42%, while that of women plummets a dramatic 73%. Increasingly, the courts have ruled that the family 
home should be divided equally, often forcing it to be sold and creating further hardship for women and 
children. 
An analysis of the literature on bolb divorce and bousing raises some pressing questions: What role does 
lbe home play for parents and children of divorce? How do parents and children perceive lbeir homes -
before, during, and after a divorce? Wbat factors, if any, in the marital housing environment may have 
led to problems between husband and wife? How do people view lbeir home following a divorce? How 
do their views vary if they remain in the fami1y home - or if they move out? Is the image of the home 
truly "brOken?" How do perceptions change over time, and how do (hey vary for men and women, for 
parents and children, and for parents with and without custody of their children? This research begins to 
address some of these issues. 
PHASE ONE: BACKGROUND EXPLORATORY RESEARCH AT THE CENTER FOR THE 
FAMILY IN TRANSITION 
Sample and Site Seleclwn 
The Center for lbe Family in Transition in Cone Madera, California, was established in 1980 as a pioneer 
venture in response to mounting national concern over the changes brought about by seqaration, divorce. 
and remarriage. It has been one of the nation's leading centers for research on divorce. At (he time of 
this study, the Center boused a dala bank of demographic data. clinical ratings, projective measures, 
scores on standardized measures, confidential clinical case histories, and assessments; it was upon this 
data thatlbe Wallerstein and Kelly (1980) and Wallerstein and Blakeslee (1989) studies were based. The 
center also housed abbreviated demographic, family history, and clinical data on more than 1200 divorc-
ing families from diverse economic backgrounds secn at the Center for short-tenn counseling. The 
author's swnmer as a visiting scholar at the Center provided a unique opportunity for exploratory research 
about some of these families and their housing situations. 
Procedures 
The author reviewed a set of clinical histories and assessment data. excerpted from the data base, which 
Ibe stafrs Research Director had identified as examples where me physical housing environment was 
most salient. The case bistories contained information from baseline, one-, and tw~year stages. They 
contained clinicians' deSCriptions of various counseling sessions with mother, father, and each child in-
dividually, as well as a variety of assessment forms completed directly by each family memher at different 
points in time. 
In addition, the auilior interviewed five members of the Center's research staff and six Center clinicians. 
The clinicians had worked at the Center anywhere from three months to seven years and had seen 
anywhere from nine to 300 cases. Clinicians were asked questions about their clients' relationships to 
their housing environments before, during, and after the divorce. In-house research and clinical staff 
meetings also were observed. At each clinical meeting, one current case was discussed in depth. 
Dakl Analysis 
Because the dala were qualilative, and because a portion of the data is second-hand (i.e. clinicians' reports 
of their clients' relationships to their homes). no attempt was made to quantify the results or report them 
in a way that is generalizable elsewhere. Nonetheless, common trends and themes were identified and are 
reponed briefly here. 
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Results 
The analyses of Ibe clinical histories, interviews wilb staff members, and staff meetings revealed three 
major Ibemes: I) Tbe physical housing environment can be problematic before, during, and after divorce; 
2) Children experience a special set of housing problems; 3) Custodial and non-custodial parents ex-
perience different kinds of housing problems. Each is described briefly below. 
The physical housing environment be/ore, during. and after divorce. Here is how some clinicians 
described the role of the housing environment in their clients' marital breakup: 
The housing environment is cenainly an issue. It cenainly ;s a major fear prior to the divorce and 
may tklny separation. How much the actual physical setting contributes to these problems is 
unclear, with the exception of impoverished physical environments which significantly stress 
families. 
One couple chose between a condor minium! and having a baby and the corllk> won [baby aborted]. 
All clinicians inl£rviewed believed Ibat Ibeir clients' living arrangements were often major contributors to 
!heir level of adjusbllent after Ibe divorce. For example: 
It does piny a big part often - the issue of who has remained in the 'family home' means a lot 
about children's adjustment ... Also, making numerous moves and/or living in smaller space can add 
much stress to post-divorce adjustment. 
It is tkfinitely a factor - especially with mothers hoving to find rOOWnLlte situations with other 
mothers. 
Clinicians commented on Ibe role !hat Ibe housing environment played in Ibeir clients' lives overall, and 
agreed !hat in many eases, it can be significant For instance: 
It 's important - spoce and comfortable conditinns can reduce stress. 
The issue of 'the family home' is most important - for the parent staying there it can either mean 
less stress due to its comfortlfamili11rity, or more poin due to memories of loss of the intact family. 
As the home symbolizes the well-being oJ the family, il plays a major emotional role, with each 
parent seeking to re-establish a safe home environment. 
Children 's housing problems. Clinicians reported and case histories revealed Ibat many families - holb 
pre- and POSt-separation or divorce - express an urgent need for increased space and privacy. Some-
times visiting children sleep in !he same rooms wilb Ibeir non-custodial falbers and Ibeir falbers' 
girlfriends, in walk-in closets, on Ibe living room couch, or on !he floor. One child was extremely embar-
rassed while telling his clinician about "his room;" it was just a spot in the comer of his parent's room 
where he slept in a sleeping bag. Wilb no territory to call !heir own, visiting children can often feel 
unwanted. 
Olber problems included children's inability to form friendships in Ibeir new neighborhoods, especially in 
some aparbllent complexes wilb few children around. Many non-custodial parents moved to "adults-Qnly" 
conoominiums where even their own children were not allowed as overnight guests. 
Children's views of Ibeir homes during divorce were sometimes especially painful. For example, soon 
afl£r ber parents bad separated, one seven-year old girl l£arfully explained to ber clinician Ibat "no one 
likes me because I don't bave a house." Her clinician reported: 
She had an extremely difficult time drawing this house. After drawing each item she would sit back, 
sigh heavily, and become very sad ... She did not [even] want to play with the doll house [at the 
Center] because it did not look like her house. She was experiencing an uncontrollnble sadness. 
TABLE 1. Sample description. 
Total number of participanlS 
Total number of families 
2 parents participati ng 
I parent participating 
Parent and child participating 
Parent only participating 
Total number of parents 
Mothers 
Fathers 
Dido't report sex 
Total number of children 
Daugh~ers 
Sons 
Kids in the Middle 
42 
21 
2 
19 
14 
7 
23 
16 
7 
o 
19 
9 
\0 
Single Life Ministries 
16 
16 
o 
16 
o 
16 
16 
\I 
3 
2 
o 
o 
o 
Total 
58 
37 
2 
35 
14 
23 
39 
27 
\0 
2 
19 
9 
10 
Custodial and non-custodial parents' experiences and Iheir housing problems_ For those custodial parents 
who remained in the family home, concerns about upkeep, maintenance. and money problems were typi-
cal. Financial strain often was severe. Nonetheless, these parents often viewed their ability 10 keep the 
fami1y home as a major victory in the divorce settlement. 
One case history told of a mother whose ex-husband failed to assume any home maintenance respon-
sibilities, prompting her desire to separate. After her spouse moved ou~ she decided to embarlc on a series 
or bome improvement projects. Ironically, and despite her objections. her ex-husband attempted to in-
volve himself in these new tasks. It was too painful for him to surrender his identity with his family 
home, and he felt evicted. 
While many single parents attempted to move in together to share living expenses and housekeeping 
responsibilities, things did not always tum out as planned. Many moved frequently and with each new 
move, the old family home, now a relic of the pas~ looked better and better. 
Summary of Phase One Findings 
In sum, this exploratory study underscores that the housing perceptions and needs of divorced families 
merit further research. The extent to which the home signifies the dissolution of one family or the rebirth 
of a new one may well have an impact on the dynamics of divorce. This study illustrates that in some 
cases, the physical housing environmen~ typically viewed as a mere backdrop to everyday life. may well 
merit center-sca.ge. 
PHASE TWO, THE STUDY AT KIDS IN THE MIDDLE AND SINGLE LIFE MINISTRIES 
Sample and Site Selection 
A total of 37 families, including 58 persoos, participated in this study. Of these families, 21 had children 
who were clients at Kids in the Middle, an organization providing counseling and support group services 
to children of divorce. The remaining 16 families were involved in Single Life Ministries, a non-
denominational support group service for children and their parents who have recently undergone or are 
currently experiencing a divorce. Both organizations are located in St. Louis, Missouri. 
Children ranged in age from four to ten; three teenagers participated as well. The ave'1ge age of the 
children participating was seven. Table I shows a more detailed breakdown of the sample. The families 
came from man? different walks of life. All but two mothers worked outside the home, and all fathers 
were employed. 
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TABLE 2. Research methods used and sample breakdown in each.· 
Kids in the Middle Single Life Ministries 
Parent interviews 
Mothers 
Pathers 
Didn't rcIXXt sell: 
(Within interview) 
Parent surveys 
Mothers 
Pathers 
Didn't report sell: 
Y ClUng children interviews 
Daughters 
Sons 
Teenage surveys 
Daughters 
Sons 
18 
12 
6 
o 
17 
13 
4 
o 
16 
7 
9 
3 
1 
2 
5 
3 
o 
2 
15 
11 
3 
2 
o 
o 
o 
o 
o 
o 
• NOle: Some of the same parents completed two dirrerent research instruments. 
Total 
23 
15 
6 
2 
33 
24 
7 
2 
16 
7 
9 
3 
1 
2 
Almost two-thirds (61%) of the mothers were divorced, and another third (33%) were separated. Only 
one motiler had remanied. Just over half (53%) of the fathers were divorced, just over a third (35%) were 
separated, and only two fathers had remarried.6 The length of time since the divorce mnged from one 
month to seven years, while the length of separation ranged from five months to eight years. 
In approxima[ely two-thirds (65%) of the families who responded to the parent survey, the children lived 
with their mother, 12% lived with their father, and about a quarter (24%) lived with both parents in ajoin[ 
physical custody arrdngement. Visitation arrangements varied widely - from several visits a week to 
once a montil or hOlidays only. Three mothers and seven fathers had someone besides their child living 
with Ulem. 
Research Instruments Used for IJata Collection 
Four research instruments were developed: 1) a parents' interview, 2) a parents' survey, 3) a young 
children's interview, and 4) a teenage survey (see Table 2). No[e tilat the sample of teens (n=3) was so 
small that the teenage survey will not be described here. Each instrument was pretested on a small sample 
of single parents and children before being administered on si te . Staff members at tlle Child Development 
Lab Preschool at the University of Illinois provided critical input into the design of the young children's 
research instrument. 
Parents' interview: The parents' interview contained seven open-ended questions. It asked parents to 
speculate about their housing enviromnent while married, as well as their current housing environment 
and that of Uleir ex-spouse. Comments were addressed specifically [0 both the inside and the outside 
home environment.7 At Kids in the Middle, the parents' inteIView was administered face-to-face and 
ranged from 15 [0 45 minutes. Each was tape recorded. At Single Life Ministries, a few parents com-
pleted the interview in written fonn. 
Parents' survey: The parents' survey contained primarily closed items, addressing in greater detail the 
issues raised in tlle interview. Over 430 variables were included.8 At both research sites, parents com-
pleted these surveys during the course of a week and returned them [0 staff members, who tilen mailed 
them back to the research team. Most parents completed both the interview and tlle survey; however, 
some completed only one or the oUler. 
Young children's interview: The young children's interview was a four page instrument designed to be 
administered to children age 10 and below. Researchers stressed to the children that the point was [0 
learn what thev felt about their mothers' and fathers' homes. rather than their nreference for one n;:tren'-
TABLE 3. Housing types and physical characteristics of mothers' and fathers' pre- and post-separation homes. 
Single family Town- No. of bed- No. of 
n howe n house Apartment n rooms (mean) n baths (mean) 
Mother's last 14 12 0 0 2 6 3.19 16 1.44 
home while 
married 
Mother's frrst 9 2 1 0 6 9 2.56 9 1.33 
home after 
sepuating 
Mother's cur- 23 16 2 2 3 23 3.04 23 1.48 
rent home 
Father's cur- 22 12 1 3 6 19 2.31 18 1.39 
tent home 
over the other.9 The children's interview was administered face-to-face, ranging from five to fifteen 
minutes. All responses were tape recorded. 
DakJ Analysis 
Because the parent survey included a large number of variables (n > 430), this article presents only a 
relatively small portion of the data analysis. Our focus here is on how parents and children experience 
tbeir housing environment. 
A conlent analysis was performed on the parents' inlerviews. 1O For the parent surveys, the data were 
analyzed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences. For survey ilems of special inleres~ the 
data were partitioned by sex and the results for mothers are described here. Because the survey sample 
size for fathers was low (n = 10), the analysis of this data is not included here. The small sample size did 
not allow sophisticaled statistical analyses, so simple frequency distributions were used to describe the 
data. 
On the children's interview, structured answers were coded numerically, while open-ended responses were 
analyzed for content. Special atlention was paid to the children's comparisons between Mom's and Dad's 
borne. and.. if the children had moved, their comments about their fonner borne. Because the sample size 
for this instrument was also small. a detailed statistical analySiS was not appropriate. 
RESULTS 
The following section presents highlights from the rcsults of the parent surveys supplemenled by quotes 
and anecdotes from the interviews with parents and children. I I Findings presented bere center around two 
broad themes: the objective and perceived characteristics of both the pre- and post-divorce home. The 
lauer addresses the home as a source of stress. residential satisfaction (parents' satisfaction as well as 
parents' reports of their children's satisfaction), and a comparison of the experiences of parents who 
remained in the family home and those who moved. Finally, a discussion of the housing preferences of 
divorced mothers is presented. 
Objective Characteristics of the Pre- and Post-divorce Home 
Did the standard of living for woman-headed households truly decrease after the divorce, as the research 
by Weitzman (1985) indicales? Table 3 sbows a comparison of mothers' pre- and post-divorce housing 
types and housing sizes as reporJed in the parent surveys. While most parents starJed out in a single 
family house, several moved into multi-family housing immediate\?, following the divorce. Nonetheless 
most mothers as well as fathers sWllived in a single family house. 1 
The number of balllrooms in both parents' bomes remained fairly stable throughout the pre- and post-
divorce/separation period. The ex-husband's current home had the smallest average number of bedrooms, 
followed by the mother's first home after separating. It appears that the standard of living for many 
mothers who moved tended to decline somewhat immediately following a divorce, but picked up after-
wards, in some cases close to what it had been before. By comparison, the ex-husbands' standard of 
living dropped and remained lower than it had been during the marriage. 
Perceived Characteristics of the Pre- and Post-Divorce Home 
The home as a source oj stress - pre-divorce. In some cases, the physical housing environment played 
no role in either contributing to or alleviating family conflict. Yet for others, the role of the home was 
extremely powerful. 
Several parents reported that living in a single family house or living near a park actually reduced stress 
during the marriage. Yet more parents stated that their physical home environment induced - rather than 
relieved - stress on their marriage. Home renovations surfaced as a major concern both for women and 
for men. Here are the comments from one father's interview: 
We bought a run-down house in a good neighborhood. The house had been empty Jar two years. 
This put a lot oj pressure on my wiJe, an interior designer ... We lived in a messy, dirty environment 
Jar a long time! The house eXilcerbaled my wiJe' s depression, and it was a major Jactor in making 
her Jeel inadequate. 
Housekeeping was stressful for many parents, especially those who worked full-time. Several parents 
admitted that housekeeping took precious time away from their children. In some cases, parents residing 
in large homes stated that they actually had "more house than was needed." One woman reported that her 
husband became physically abusive after they had moved into a larger home, blaming her for its poor 
upkeep. 
Others lived in homes that were simply too small for a growing family. One mother reported that due to 
lack of space, she and her husband routinely slept with their baby in their own bed, a situation which took 
a toll on their marriage. 
One woman blamed the destruction of ber marriage directly on their move to a new home; six months 
after they moved in, her husband was gone. Never having seen the house until the day she moved in, she 
felt that it was always "his house," not "our house." Only when her husband moved out did she fmally 
feel that the house was her own. Another woman living in her husband's home from his previous mar-
riage expressed similar feelings. "It ate me up," she explained. 
Some parents found that the lack of private outdoor space for children in townhouses or apartments 
resulted in their children running around the house, exacerhating stress that was already there. Some 
apartment dwellers complained of a lack of privacy; one wife complained that her ex-husband couldn't 
discuss personal maners in their own home for fear that neighbors would bear every word. 
Maintaining house payments and coping with the financial pressures of home ownership were other fre-
quently cited souroes of stress. A number of respondents acknowledged that they simply had been living 
far beyond their means. 
The home as a source oj stress - post-divorce. After the divorce, the bome can both produce and relieve 
stress. Surveys revealed that household repairs, house-hunting, and moving caused mothers the most 
stress. Mothers ljported that bouse-bunting and moving were also most likely to increase their cbildren's 
stress (Table 4).' Some mothers interviewed feared that upon searching for another bome, their credit 
rating would be worthless. One cited how difficult it was to purchase affordable housing, and that even 
with funds in hand, she faced discrimination from bankers and lenders that "put me througb the ringer." 
Others spoke of the proliferation of "adult-only" communities wbere cbildren simply were not allowed. 
TABLE 4. Home as a source of stress for mothers and their children post-separation/divorce.· 
Mothers' Mothers' 
perceptions perceptiOQ! of 
n (mean) • children (meaD) 
Personal safety in and around the home 22 2.32 21 2.67 
Yoot children's friends in the neighborhood 22 2.55 21 2.38 
YOOf current home in genecal 22 2.55 22 2.41 
Number of bedrooms 22 2.55 22 2.50 
Location of bathrooms 22 2.59 21 2.48 
Location of bedrooms in relation to each other 22 2.68 21 2.67 
Doing yard work 21 2.81 20 3.15 
Gardening 21 2.81 20 3.00 
Number of bathrooms 22 2.86 21 2.52 
Physical condition of the outdoor space immedi- 22 3.00 20 2.80 
alely sum)llnding your home (shrubbery, 
grass, etc.) 
Physical condition of the inside of your home 22 3.00 21 2.86 
(paint, plumbing, etc.) 
Physical condition of the outside of your home 22 3.09 21 2.81 
(paint, etc.) 
General housekeeping 22 3.14 21 3.19 
A~arance of your furniture and other 22 3.27 21 2.86 
household possessions 
Affording monthly housing payments 22 3.64 oJ. oJ. 
Making household repairs 22 3.82 oJ. oJ. 
Keeping car in good running condition 22 3.96 oJ. oJa 
House or apartment hunting 22 3.96 22 3.82 
Moving from one home to another 22 4.36 22 4.09 
• (Reported by mothers in parent surveys.) 
1 = Greatly reduces stress; 5 = Greatly increases stress. 
Some parenlS interviewed cited the importance of a private yard or garden in relieving stress. One father 
explained that for the first time since his wife lef! the family home, he and his daughters planted 200 
gcraniwns and marigolds in their front yard. Their garden became a neighborhood spectacle, helping 10 
bind his family together and create a refreshing identity for their home. Other physical features that 
reduced stress for pareniS included indoor parking, laundry facilities, and access to a swimming pool. 
Interviews also revealed that the ex-spouse's current home produced stress for severa1 families. In a few 
instances. the ex-spouse bad moved into aparnnenl complexes or adult communities that did not allow 
children, thus prohibiting them from bosting their children overnight. One mother reported that her ex-
busband moved into a neighborhood that was so dangerous that her children felt afraid to leave the house. 
As a result, whenever they visited their father, they felt trapped. 
In another case, the sharp discrepancy between the relative affluence of the father' s home compared to 
their mother' s home caused the children to ask their mother, the custodial parent, "Daddy's got a 
microwave. Daddy' s got a VCR. Wbat do we bave?" Another father bad remarried, bought a new 
house, and bad a new baby who occupied wbat used to be his children's old room. His ex-wife reported 
that wben the children visited their father every other weekend, they were now forced to sleep in the 
basement. feeling as if they bad been "shoved out of their room." 
One custodial father whose wife lived in an aparttnent had an even sadder story to tell: "She (my 
daughter) just likes to go out and play. She wishes Mommy had a yard. She wisbes Mommy bad a dog. 
She wishes Mommy bad a sandbox. She wisbes Mommy bad a swing sel." When asked if Mommy 
wishes she bad any of those things, the father replied curtly, "Mommy wishes she didn't bave a kid: 
Residential satisfaction. For mothers and their children who moved shortly following a divorce. satisfac-
tion with their housing envirorunent dropped sharply (Table 5). Mothers were even more dissatisfied with 
their ex-husband's current borne. 
...... . \v1" '''6' . "''''., 
TABLE 5. Residential satisfaction of mothers and their ch..ildren pre- and post-scparalionldivorce.· 
Mother' s last home while married 
Mother's first home after separating 
Mother's current home 
Father's current home 
* (Reported by mothers in parent surveys.) 
I = Very satisfied; 5 = Very dissatisfied 
" 
14 
9 
22 
17 
Mothers' 
perceptions 
(mean) 
2.21 
3.00 
2.18 
3.18 
" 
13 
8 
22 
17 
Mothers' 
perceptions of 
children (mean) 
1.54 
2.88 
2.05 
3.06 
Children's interviews revealed that they were more satisfied with their mother's than with their father's 
house. A number of children felt the same towards both parents' homes, and about half called both 
houses "home." 
More children preferred playing outside at their mother's borne Ulan at their father's, pointing to a bigger 
back yard, a special climbing tree, a clubhouse, a pool, Ule availability oC play things, and nearby friends. 
Some simply preCerred one house to the other because they had lived there longer. 
Most children had a special place to play at their mother's home, while only half had one at their father's 
home; at the latter, the back yard, the neighborhood, the stree~ and a friend' s or neighbor's yard were 
mentioned. Children identified more specific and widely varied play spaces at their mother' s homes -
the stree~ the front yard, the back yard, and the neighbor's yard, as well as the driveway, the garage, a 
space beside the house, underneath a willow tree, in a creek, and in a sandbox. 
Asked why they preCerred the play space at one home to another, some children mentioned sheer size; in 
general, the bigger the better. Tbey a1S? cited being able to play with pets, bikes, skateboards, scooters, 
and tricycles, and having Criends nearby. 4 
n ,e hOllle afler the breakup - parents who kept the hOllle. Fourteen parents remained in their mari tal 
home aCter the separation or divorce. All were pleased to Slay. Most oC these believed that their home 
didn' l Ceel the same as it used to, that traces of their ex-spouse remained in the home, and that their 
children loved the home. A Cew felt like their ex-spouse still lived there. 
For some parents, the mere tbought of moving was overwhelming. As one mother pul i~ "We didn' l have 
[the] trauma of adjusting 10 [a] new neighborhood .. . " Another mOlher said, 'Tm glad we were able to 
stay in our four-bedroom borne ror two reasons. J feel it ... allows for fewer conflicts octwccn the 
children. It also keeps Ulem from being uprooted." 
One fa tber nOled, "I think it' s helped a 101 since my daughler is staying in the house thaI sbe was used 10. 
She knows righl where everything is. Sbe doesn' l have 10 re-orient herself during tbe adjustment time of 
the di vorce." 
For some parents, however, staying in the same home was a mixed blessing. Maintaining the home and 
keeping up with montbly expenses was extremely taxing. One mother explained, "It' s been tough on me 
.. . I can' l do repairs. I can' l afford them." Another explained that when her husband moved oul, she bad 
nothing in the bank. Yet to remain in the house, she was forced 10 make double payments in order 10 buy 
off her husband' s share of the house. 
Til£ hOllle afte r the breakup - parents who II/med. By contrast, 17 of the parents surveyed had moved 
from their marital home. Over two-thirds of these parents reponed that their children missed tbe old 
family home, while slightly under half admitted that they, too, missed their old home. 
Children's interviews revealed !hat of !he eight children who had moved after !he divorce, seven missed 
!heir old room, six missed !heir old home, and five missed playing outside at !heir old home. When asked 
why !hey missed !heir old home, most cbildren cited the outdoors or their neigbborbood friends. 
Just under half these parents believed that leaving the fatnily borne was difficult for !heir children; slightly 
over a !hird said that they, themselves, had a hard time, and that moving out was also hard on !heir 
ex-spouse. Only three of these respondents reported continuing to have dreatns about their old fatnily 
home. 
When asked about wbat they had to leave bebind as a result of the move, a third of the parents reported 
that their children were able to bring all their favorite possessions with them to !he new borne, and slightly 
less than a third reported that they, too, were able to do so. One mother explained that wben her busbaod 
left tb~ oouse he took all the Jjving room and dining room furniture with him. Not only was she left with 
two empty rooms, but in addition sbe bad to pay balf the market value of her bed, ber refrigerator, aod ber 
washer and dryer. Her cbildren were constantly asking her, "Why did Dad take all our furniture?" 
Moving out of the marital home - no matter how problematic it may bave been - can take a serious toll 
on family members. One fa!her lost custody of his children as well as bis "dreatn bouse," wbere his wife 
and family remained. He moved into a smaller apartment in a 350-unit complex which be described as 
reminiscent of "a Holiday Inn (motel)." His psychological reaction was much like the grief following the 
loss of a loved one. After returning bis cbildren at the end of a weekend visi~ he would just sit in bis car 
in the driveway. staring at his dream house, struggling to accept that it was no longer his. His experience 
was not unusual. He and some others became visibly upset while discussing weir former borne. 
When the former family borne was transformed into simply a place to visit, some children were be-
wildered. One custodial mother wbose busband kept their house explained, "In the beginning it was real 
tougb when the kids went back there (to the old family borne) because they didn't want to leave ... I 
literally had to take them Out crying, 'I want to stay, I want to stay bere.'" 
Surveys revealed that slightly over a third of those parents who moved preferred their new family home to 
their old one, and almost tbree-<juarters preferred their new borne to the current home of their ex-spouse. 
Uoder balf reported that their children loved their new family borne, a figure Slightly less than their 
counterparts wbo remained in the family home. 
Joint custndy settlements present their own unique problems. One teenage daugbter explained: 
My persoool preference is for my Dad's house because I've lived there for so long ... J feel bad/or 
my Mom because she tries hard ... and she fIXes up the place nicely. but her apartment just lacks 
space. J don't really get along with my sister, and it's really hord at Mom's apanmenl because we 
share a room there. My sister is screaming and size wants to go to bed, but J can't go to bed 
because I hove to do my homework. This causes a lot 0/ problems. 
Another father expressed similar concerns about his daughter visiting his wife's apartment: 
J think it (my ex-wile's apanment) hos been a big factor in my daughter's adjustment to the divorce, 
simply because J don't think it has adequate room. She's always saying that she shares hal/o/the 
bedroom with my ex-wi/e's boYfriend's hobbies (train sets) ... She has indictlled loony times that she 
would just like some place thaI she coulif go and call her own at Mommy's house. And she really 
has no place at Mommy's house ... 
Housing Preferences 
Table 6 summarizes mothers' survey responses to the question, "If money were of no objec~ how impor-
tant would eacb of the following features be to you and your children in adjusting to life as a single-parent 
family?" Having separate bedrooms for eacb child was at the top of the list. One mother explained, "I 
think [the fact that my kids bad their own rooms] helped make it easier. They can put up their signs 
saying 'Keep ou~' 'Death if you come in my room. ' It's a way of giving them (their own) territory ... " 
- -- - - -- -- ._- --- ---- -- - - -----., --- ----- --
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TABLE 6. Housing preferences of separatedldi vorced mothers.· 
n Mean 
Separate bedrooms for each child 
Nearby park or recreation area 
Porch or patio 
Landscaping: grass, flowers, trees 
Convenient playground 
Outdoor storage for bikes. etc. 
Family room 
Private outdoor space 
G arage or covered parking 
Separate bathroom rOl" parent 
Master bedroom at some distance from children' s 
bedrooms 
Private den or study 
Extra room for guests 
Separate entrances foc you and your childre n 
* (Reported by mothe1:s in parent surveys.) 
I=Very important; 5=Not at all important. 
23 
23 
23 
23 
23 
23 
23 
22 
23 
22 
23 
23 
23 
23 
1.22 
1.39 
1.48 
1.52 
1.57 
1.61 
1.61 
1.64 
1.65 
1.14 
2.13 
2.13 
2.17 
4.30 
12 
Mothers also rated a nearby park or recreation area and a porch or patio among the most important 
features. Of the top eight items, six address the need for usable outdoor space, highlighting the impor-
tance of the landscape in adjusting to single-parent family life. By comparison, architectural issues appear 
less important. 
Summary of Phase Two Findings 
As in Phase One, the small size of the sample limits the generalizability of these results. In addition, bear 
in mind that either !he parents (in the Single Life Ministries sample) or the children (in the Kids in the 
Middle sample) were actively seeking psychological and social support. How the views of these in-
dividuals compare with those not seeking such services remains unknown. The fmdings here simply 
describe what was found for those participating in this research. 
In !he future, portions of the srudy could be replicated with a larger sample and monitored over time. 
Interviews with both parents and children were especially revealing and should be included in further 
research. In any case, here are some key findings: 
I) Using the bedroom as one indicator of !he standard of living, it appears that for those women and their 
children who moved, !he standard dropped sharply following a divorce; the standard of living dropped for 
men as well. Such fmdings are not entirely consistent with those of Weitzman (1985). 
2) While !he mothers' levels of satisfaction with their current home was close to what it was in the 
married home, children remained less satisfied both with their mother' s and with !heir father' s bomes. 
These results confrrm those of Wallerstein and Blakeslee (1989) who argue that divorre is often more 
difficult for children than for their parents. In some instances, the physical housing environment, par-
ticularly !hat of the non-custodial parent (usually the father) sent such a negative message that the children 
felt like pieces of leftover baggage. 
3) The borne can either reduce or produce stress before, during, and after the divorce. Although the 
borne was rarely cited as a specific cause for divorce, an inadequate housing environment can exacerbate 
pre-existing problems in the marriage. The home can serve as the straw that breaks the camel's back. 
Renovating an older borne, keeping up with bousebold chores, maintaining house payments, and a lack of 
privacy both inside and outside the home all can produce conflicL These findings extend those of the 
:mthnr' ~ nrinr rP:~P5lrr_h (Anthnnv lQRd) 
4) After the divorce, moving and house-hunting were two of the greatest stress producers for both 
mothers and children. These findings conflIDl those of the classic study by Holmes and RaIle (1967) 
indicating that moving is one of the major SOurces of life stress. Women also found it especially stressful 
to maintain both bome and car - IaSks often relegated to the "man of the house" who is no longer 
around. 
5) For some, losing the home caused severe grief resembling the loss of a family member. The process, 
ranging from denial to acceptance, appears to parallel the classic slages of death and dying described by 
Kubler-Ross (1969). The image of home may not truly be "broken," but perhaps tarnished or scarred by 
the experience of separation and divorce. Drawing upon the dichotomy posed by Cooper Marcus (1995), 
those who viewed their home as haven before the divorce - romanticizing, almost worshiping it - are 
even more likely to mourn its loss. 
A THEORETICAL PERSPECfIVE ON THE MEANINGS OF THE BROKEN HOME 
The housing perceptions of families of divorce at times resemble the perceptions of those who have 
recently been widowed. As Sixsmith and Sixsmith (1991:187) discovered in their analysis of elderly 
people's relationships with their bomes, "the association between the home and the past can be very 
strong, to the extent that some widowed people IaIk about feeling the 'presence' of the deceased parmer in 
the bouse." Yet in the case of those who divorce, it is not the partner, but rather the special relationship 
with that parmer, that bas died. Similarly, for some who remained in their marital home, the special 
relationsbip with that house - an integral part of what once made it a home - may have died, too. 
The ttansition from married to single-parem family life often is marked by mnIloil, which !.be pbysical 
housing environment can reduce or exacerbate. Whether family members must adapt suddenly to a new 
borne, or whether they are affixing new meanings to their old home, much psychological effon is ex-
pended. The complex psychological processes needed to adjust to the changing meanings of home are 
piled atop other major life changes. For some, it may be simply too much. 
The process of internalizing new meanings of home - wbat many (Korosec-Serfaty, 1976; and others) 
bave referred to as the "appropriation of space" - can be a joyful, uplifting experience. Yet for many 
parents and children of divorce who must undergo the psychological destruction of an old home, it can be 
just the opposite. 
From a theoretical perspective, one can conclude that the meanings of the broken home are extremely 
complex. They are rooted in a complicated set of interactions among individuals. against a changing 
social, CUltural, and economic backdrop_ No two individuals experience these cbanging meanings in the 
same way_ 
In tltis regard, the transactional approach to environment-behavior theory is a useful tool for understanding 
the dynamic meanings of the broken borne. Transactional theory focuses especially on "events" as the 
fundamental unit of study. People, psychological processes, places, and temporal flow - critically inter-
twined - constantly interact with one another (Wapner, 1981; A1b11an and Rogoff, 1987). Husbands, 
wives, children, the nature of the divorce and its repercussions. the housing conditions surrounding a 
divorce, and the length of time spanning these important life transitions are all of paramount concern. 
Furthermore, divorce is not simply an "event" that occurs in isolation. As Wallerstein and Blakeslee 
(1989:297) point out, "It is a continuum that begins in the unhappy marriage and extends through the 
separation. the divorce, and any remarriages and second divorces." Any theoretical perspective must take 
Ibis into account. 
FIGURE I. A unit or two in multi-family housing could be sct aside for visitors such as non-custodial parents, teenagers. older 
children, grandparents, siblings, friends, aDd others. (Credit: Ripal Patel) 
FIGURE 2. Spaces and furnishing!! with multiple uses present innovative challenges to architects and iOlerior designers of housing 
for families of divorce. (Credit: Jill Eyres) 
IMPLICATIONS FOR PLANNING, DESIGNING, AND MANAGING HOUSING TO BETTER 
MEET THE NEEDS OF FAMILIES OF DIVORCE 
Based upon this research as well as literature on housing and single-parent families, here are some im-
plications for the planning, design, and managemenl of housing to belter meel the needs of women, men, 
and children of divorce: 
1) A more diverse set of housing types is needed for parenlS and children of divorce. Sprague (1991) 
proposes how "lifeboat" housing helps meet the desperate needs of many women and children in poverty, 
especial ly victims of domestic violence, substance abuse, homelessness, and other traumatic life evenlS. 
Some variation - call it "rugboat" housing - is needed for divorced women and their children to help 
them along their way. Tugboat housing can be viewed along a continuum from emergency to transitional 
to permanent housing, and can include both purpose-built housing as well as adaptive re-use. and on-site 
services such as counseling and child care. Intergenerational congregate housing, rrhousing, collective 
housing, and other prototypes provide housing alternatives for single-parent families. 
2) In multi-family housing developments, one or two units could be set aside for visitors, such as teenage 
or older children and other family members (Figure I). Rather than crowding guests into the host's 
private residence, parents could rent these units as needed. 
3) Greater flexibility in both the architectural and interior design of dwelling units is needed to accom-
modate the needs of children who visit their non-custodial parent. Designers can create spaces that feel 
like a room of one's own, albeit only temporarily (Figure 2). Spaces and furnishings with multiple uses 
are key. Features such as sliding pocket doors and bays with window seats that conven into sleeping 
areas can also provide an imponant sense of territoriality for children. A sense of territory is strongly 
related to feeling at home, even in a temporary housing environment (Anthony, 1981). 
Ample closets and storage areas for children's belongings can also help make children feel at home. 
Smaller rooms with individual closet space are preferable to large, open rooms without closets. Flexible 
furniture such as futons, hide-away sofa-beds, and wall-beds allow children's rooms to serve multiple 
uses. 
4) Open kitchen designs overlooking living areas allow single parents to monitor small children's ac-
tivities. Large, eat-in kitchens may be preferable to formal dining rooms, as they allow the informal 
kitcben table to conven into a study desk after mealtime. This is especially imponant for children without 
a room of their own. A small buUt-in fold-out desk or planning area can also allow the kitchen to serve as 
a quasi-office for the single parent short on space. 
5) Low-cost bousing management services must be offered that better meet the needs of single-parent 
families who are both renters and homeowners. Such services can provide routine checks of major ap-
pliances, plumbing flxtures, and furnaces. as well as winterizing. lawn care, snow removal, car inspec-
tions. etc., thus preventing stressful emergencies. 
6) Education and training programs are needed to empower families of divorce and teach preventive 
bousehold maintenance, repairs, financial management, minor automobile repairs, and other topics. (See 
the Home Repair Training series described by Birdsall, et al., 1992.) Sucb programs can help foster a 
sense of independence by helping people feel in control of their home environment rather than depending 
on others. 
These are but a few possible applications of this research; undoubtedly they are only the tip of the iceberg. 
Planners, architects, interior designers, developers, housing managers, and others can play active roles by 
responding in creative ways to the changing housing needs of society. 
In sum, the housing issues raised here are not solely women's issues; they are family issues that confront 
miUions of men, women, and children in the U.S. and around the world. Funhermore, they are not solely 
low· income issues; they cut across economic boundaries. Although housing problems are undoubtedly 
most acute for families with few fmancial means, millions of middle and upper income families suffer as 
well. The housing problems that sometimes plague families of divorce may transcend gender, class, race, 
ethnicity, and sexual orientation. In any case, the housing experiences of women, men, and children of 
divorce deserve much funher study. 
NOTES 
1. See. fa: example, Altman and Wetner, 1985; Anthony, 1981 , 1984. 1987; Appleyard, 1979; Cooper Marcus, 1974, 1995; Crik· 
zeotmihalyi and Rochbecg·Halton, 1981; Hayward, 1977; Hill and Stamey, 1990; Kron. 1983; Lawrence, 1991 : Rybczynski. 1986; 
Siumith and Sixsmith. 1991. 
2. Among the more methodologically sophisticated studies on divorce are those by Andcrson-Khlief (1982); Hetherington, Cox, and 
Cox (1978); Wallerstein and Kelly (1980); Wallerstein and Blakeslee (1989); and Weitzman (1985). 
3. According to the staff at the Center, its mandate was to: 1) undertake research on factors that contribute to the severity of family 
breakdown at the time of div<Ice and on factors that contribute to the extent and rapidity of recovery over a longer period; 2) to 
develop and implement new models of preventive service and to evaluate their effectiveness with different subgroups within the 
to provide training opportunities for practitioners with1n vanous dJSClplmes that work W1Ul separateo, wvon:eu. aou n:manu:u 
families; 5) to develop programs within the public schools that direct attention to the needs of these children and their families; and 
6) to maintain contact with appropriate forums of social poUcy as well as the media. 
An clients at the Center are first seen within 12 months of havi ng filed for divorce. The Center included a staff of approximately 17 
people, including researmers, clinical social workers, clinical psychologists, school services personnel, and others. 
4. In most cases, one parent participated in the srudy. In four cases, more than one child from the same family participated in the 
study. 
S. Take-home wages reported by parents ranged from $200 to $2300 a month, with child support payments ranging from $200 to 
S2S00 per month. 
6. lhis data includes parents who coJl1)letcd the survey as well as their reports about their ex-spouse's marital status. Note that 
throughout much of this article, for convenience's sake, the term "divorced" will be used rather than "separated/divorced." 
7. Participants were asked to describe the role the housing environment played in contributing to or alleviating family conflict., the 
extent to which it had been a factor in their own or their children's adjustment to separation or divorce, and the extent to which it 
had contributed to or reduced family stress. Parents were asked to desaibe any problems they may have had in finding housing 
since the separation. They also were asked to identify any special features of either their own or their ex-spouse's housing environ-
ment which they believed to be especially helpful for single-parent families like themselves. Finally, they were 3."iked to list their 
suggestions for environmental designers concerned with better meeting the needs of single-parent families. 
8. Among the topics covered were the last home white married, the first post-separation home, satisfaction with and perceptions of 
the current home, housing rreferences, the ex-spouse's current home, settlement arrangements, and demographic questions about the 
household. Respondents were given a detailed inventory of several ph ysical features and asked to compare their homes before. 
during, and after the divorce. 
Many survey items were derived from previous research mea.~uring residential satisfaction at low-income housing s ites and in 
housing environments for the elderly and for the physically disabled (Francescato, et al. , 1979). Other items were based on previous 
surveys conducted at the Center fOl" the Family in Transition in Corte Madera, California (Wallerstein and Kel1y, 1980; Wallerstein 
and Blakeslee, 1989). 
9. The interview asked children simple questiollS about their rooms and "special places" at their mother's house and their father's 
house. It asked them to answer for each parent's house: where they played; how mum they liked being there; how much they liked 
their room; and how nuch they liked playing outside. They were also asked which of the two houses they called "home" and why; 
which house made them feel happier; whim house they liked better; which room they liked better; and at which house they preferred 
to play outside_ If they had moved since the separation, they were asked if they missed their old house, their old room, or playing 
outside. 
Responses were genecally a simple yes or nO. When children were asked if they liked a particular spot, they selected their response 
on a three-point scale. An adaptation of a five-point scale used for adults, the sca1e on this children's versioD consisted of three 
faces: a smiling face, a neutral face , and a frown. The researchers explained to the ehlldren that these meant "I like it," "It's just 
OK," and "I don' t like it." The three faces were drawn up in 8112" by II " format. Children were asked to point to the fa~ that best 
explained how they felt. 
10. To the extent possible, an attempt was made to understand the life story of each individual and the role that the home environ-
ment played. The emphasis of the rontent analysis was on individuals' emotional reactions to their housing environment pre- and 
post-divorce - especially the home as a possible source of stress in the marriage - and a comparison of men's and women's 
experiences. 
J 1. Additional resu1ts focusing especially on children and the outdoor environment can be found in Bergman (1989). 
12. Measures of the current home included those who remained in the marital home following the divOl"cc. 
13. See also Bergman, 1989. 
14. For more about how these children perceived their outdoor environment, consu1t Bergman (1989). 
15. For a thoughtful analysis of such housing choices, consult Depres, 1993; Franck and Ahrentzen, 1989; and McCamant and 
DulTett, 1994. 
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